UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
OFFICE OF THE SECRETARY
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20250


USDA Employees,
The American Taxpayer Relief Act of 2012 delayed until March 1, 2013 the across-the-board spending cuts (also known as “sequestration”) that face all Federal agencies.  The Administration remains hopeful that Congress will reach agreement on a balanced deficit reduction plan that avoids these cuts.  Should these cuts occur, they would be harmful to all USDA components and the public we serve.
USDA’s senior leaders have been engaged in extensive planning efforts to determine how we would deal with sequestration.  Throughout this process, my guiding principle has been to protect the ability of all USDA agencies to perform their mission on behalf of the American people.  As I have previously discussed with you, your efforts have helped to deeply reduce USDA’s operating expenses over the past two years. Through the Blueprint for Stronger Service we have achieved more than $100 million in cost avoidances already, with efforts underway to achieve $250 million in such savings over the course of this year.
These austerity measures, however, would be insufficient to close the budget shortfall which many USDA agencies will experience if Congress does not act to prevent sequestration from going into effect on March 1st.  Some USDA agencies would be forced to undertake employee furloughs if Congress allows these harmful budget reductions to take effect.
[bookmark: 13ce59444843fe1a__GoBack]In anticipation of a potential furlough, later today Unions will be notified, and to the extent required under their collective bargaining agreement, furlough discussions may begin. Should we have to implement this unfortunate course of action, please know that every USDA employee will be provided at least 30 days’ prior written notice before being required to take any furlough days as required by law.  Bargaining unit employees who are contractually entitled to more than 30 days notice will be notified in accordance with collective bargaining agreements.
Please note that this message does not mean that furloughs are a certainty. I deeply hope that Congress will take action to avert this harmful course of action.  If you have questions, I encourage you to visit the Office of Personnel Management website, which has helpful information and answers to frequently asked questions regarding furloughs (found at www.opm.gov/furlough, under the “administrative furlough” section).
I know that you are frustrated by this budget uncertainty, and I share your frustration as we navigate these difficult issues. Thank you for your assistance and your continued service as we work together on behalf of the American people.

Sincerely,
Tom Vilsack
